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Abstract 
While not wishing to cover old ground in articulating the promise or continued promise of 
phenomenology within the physical education and sports domains, this paper aims to explore 
WKH µKXPDQ¶ QDWXUH RI WKH *DPe-Centred Approach (GCA) from an existential 
phenomenological perspective.  In a recent review of literature on the current state of 
research on game-centred approaches, Harvey and Jarrett (2013) made the call for 
phenomenological-oriented empirical studies.  Urging the academic fraternity to embrace 
VXFK³SDUWLFLSDWRU\HSLVWHPRORJLHV´'DYLV6XPDUDDQG/XFH-Kepler, 2000), is an extremely 
positive and important step by the authors. This is because, although they do not explicitly 
make the point, to call for the embrace of phenomenological-oriented research into GCAs, 
the authors are accepting the fundamental importance of individual experience and meaning 
in games teaching.  If we focus on the individual it then becomes a distinct possibility of 
structuring increasingly meaningful game-centred practice. In this respect we analyze Martin 
+HLGHJJHU
V QRWLRQRI ³EHLQJ-in-the-ZRUOG´ DQG LOOXVWUDWHKRZ$UQROG¶V WKUHH FDWHJRULHVRI
meaningful movement ± primordial, contextual and existential (1979) ± can help facilitate 
ideas for pedagogical practice and provide an appropriate interpretive lens for future research 
into game-centered approaches. 
Keywords: Game-Centred Approaches; Existential-phenomenology; Meaning-making; Peter 
Arnold; Physical education 
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Introduction 
In westernized Physical Education (PE) curricula such as Australia, England and North 
America, games continue to exert a fundamental influence upon structure and provision in PE 
(Capel and Blair, 2007; Curtner-Smith, 1999).  This is not surprising considering their 
powerful cultural, historical and social legacy. However, molecularised approaches to games 
teaching (Kirk, 2010; Rovegno, 2002) that include Direct Instruction (Metzler, 2011) have 
catalysed the research community into a reconsideration of the pedagogical worth of games 
within global PE curricula. 
 
This molecular view, reflecting the hegemony of biomechanics, helps teachers break down 
games content into the smallest component parts of technique before introduction to the 
game; tactical and perceptual aspects of skills are added methodically to the technique (Kirk, 
2010). This process might result in movement patterns becoming increasingly abstract and as 
far removed from the game to render them meaningless. Affective, social and cultural 
components of the game are often conVLGHUHGDV OHJLWLPDWH FDVXDOWLHVRI µPROHFXODULVDWLRQ¶
(Rovegno, 2002). It is these deeply personal affective, social and cultural perspectives of 
games and game-play that have to be explored in order for meaning to be wrought (Light, 
Harvey and Mouchet, 2013).  
 
TGfU and other game-centred approaches (GCAs) attempt to address the shortcomings 
presented by the molecularisation of games, previously described, by placing the learner and 
the game at the heart of games teaching. It is, relatively speaking, a developing area of 
academic interest but literature reviews have already illustrated its contribution in engaging 
young people from a number of theoretical and pedagogical perspectives (Harvey and Jarrett, 
2013; Oslin and Mitchell, 2006; Stolz and Pill, 2014). 
 
Werner, Thorpe and Bunker (1996) propose that the traditional and enduring games teaching 
model, referred to as the Technical Model (TM), typically follows a series of highly 
structured lessons relying heavily on the teaching of skills and techniques. It is concerned 
primarily with the development of control and combination experiences through refining and 
mastering tasks. They further state that once skills are mastered or refined, it is assumed that 
these skills can be successfully transferred into game situations. The GCA stands as the 
complete antithesis of the TM since it starts with a game form (Thorpe, Bunker and Almond, 
1986) and this contextualises the motor, cognitive or social-affective outcomes of the lesson.  
 
What is really interesting, in the context of our discussion, is the epistemological change that 
has been undertaken in our understanding of the GCA since its inception. It has gradually 
shifted to a position that reflects a socially constructed and situated perspective (Kirk and 
MacPhaLO/LJKWLQDQXPEHURIYROXPHVKDVFRLQHGWKHSKUDVHµ&RPSOH[
/HDUQLQJ 7KHRU\¶ &/7 WR HQFDSVXODWH WKH ³YDULHG FRQVWUXFWLYLVPV´ 'DYLV DQG 6XPDUD
2003, p.137) that have helped advance our understanding of learning and knowledge 
development within GCAs. 
 
Under this broad constructivist banner are included, what are referred to as, Participatory 
Epistemology (see Davis, Sumara and Luce-Kepler, 2000); theories of knowledge that 
actually bridge the subject-object divide, where meaning is SHUFHLYHG DV H[LVWLQJ ³LQ
SRWHQWLD´ WKDW LV WR VD\ WKH µPHDQLQJ¶ RI DQ REMHFW RU SKHQRPHQRQ GRHV QRW OLH LQ LWV
measurement but, rather, out there waiting to be perceived in subjective experience. It is this 
dialectic between the human mind and the object or phenomenon that ultimately enacts 
meaning (Tarnas, 1991). All social constructivist approaches reject behaviourist theories of 
knowledge as pre-determined and external. Instead learning is an active, social and 
interpretive act. 
 
Knowledge construction, viewed from a situated perspective can be considered as the product 
of the interaction between the social and cultural environment and the new and prior 
experiences of the learner (Kirk and MacPhail, 2002; Wallian, Chang, Nachon, Couty and 
Grehaigne, 2003). The conception of the GCA within a situated theoretical framework also 
means a fundamental change in the research design of studies took place during this period; 
away from knowledge-based approaches that viewed the learner as a passive and abstract 
performer isolated from their environment, towards the study of knowledge-in-action (Oslin 
and Mitchell, 2006).   
 
This prioritization of knowledge-in-DFWLRQRUµNQRZ-KRZ¶DVLWLVPRUHFRPPRQO\GHVFULEHG
provides legitimacy for the notion of the body thiQNLQJ /LJKW DQG)DZQV6FK|Q¶V
short sporting definition of know-KRZ LOOXVWUDWHV WKLV EHOLHI ³&RPPRQ VHQVH DGPLWV WKH
category of know-how, and it does not stretch common sense very much to say that the 
know-how is in the action-- «DELJOHDJXHSitcher's know-how is in his way of pitching to a 
EDWWHU
VZHDNQHVVFKDQJLQJKLVSDFHRUGLVWULEXWLQJKLVHQHUJLHVRYHUWKHFRXUVHRIDJDPH´
(1995, p. 30).  Schön intimates that know-how is more than a mere physical act; it is an 
intelligent physical act. 
 
Perhaps the most vivid and evocative description of this situated learning, in a GCA context, 
can be attributed to Wallian et al  ZKR GHVFULEH WKH OHDUQHU DV ³« >FRQVWUXFWLQJ@
KLVKHU NQRZOHGJH ZKLOH GLDORJXLQJ ZLWK WKH FRQWH[W´ S 7KLV PHtaphor of the 
performer, or learner, actually in communication with the environment, through a process of 
co-construction facilitated through the Franco phonic Debate-of-ideas (Wallian and Chang, 
2007), illustrates the centrality of the learner in a world that he or she is irrevocably part of.  
 
$ VWULNLQJ UHFRPPHQGDWLRQ LQ +DUYH\ DQG -DUUHWW¶V  UHYLHZ ZDV WKH FDOO IRU PRUH
phenomenological research that addresses the centrality of the learner within game-centered 
practice.   
The use of research designs and data collection techniques that aid the examination of 
different philosophical understandings of GCAs (e.g. ethnographic, phenomenological 
and psycho-phenomenological) is paramount [emphasis added] to the further 
H[SORUDWLRQ RI µZKR WKH LQGLYLGXDO LV¶ DQG µKRZ WKH OHDUQHU LV PRWLYDWHG WR
SDUWLFLSDWH¶«S 
,QGHHG+DUYH\DQG-DUUHWW¶VPHVVDJHWRWKHUHVHDUFKFRPPXQLW\PHUHO\HFKRHVDQGUHLQIRUFHV
a growing number of advocacy and research papers within the field of PE and the movement 
sciences (Allen-Collinson, 2009; Brown and Payne, 2009; Fahlberg, Fahlberg and Gates, 
1992; Kerry and Armour, 2000; Standal and Engelsrud, 2011; Stolz, 2013; Wessinger, 1994).  
 
)XUWKHUPRUH6WRO]DQG3LOOPDLQWDLQWKDW WKHOHDUQHUQHHGVWR³VHH´SWKHYDOXH
and significance of what is presented before them.  Nevertheless, with the welcome co-
constructed epistemological shift in game-centered practice whereby knower and known, 
subject and object become indistinguishable and situated (Kirk and MacPhail, 2002; Light, 
2008; Light and Fawns, 2003; Wallian and Chang, 2007; Wallian et al, 2003) it is also 
beholden upon the academic and practitioner communities to explore the value and 
VLJQLILFDQFH RI ZKDW LV SUHVHQWHG IURP WKH OHDUQHU¶V SHUVSHFWLYH RU WR UHSKUDVH WKis: What 
GRHVLWPHDQWREHDOHDUQHUZLWKLQD*&$HQYLURQPHQW")RULIZHIRFXVRQWKH³FHQWUDOLW\RI
WKH OHDUQHU´ +DUYH\ DQG -DUUHWW  S LW WKHQ EHFRPHV D GLVWLQFW SRVVLELOLW\ RI
structuring increasingly meaningful game-centred practice.   
 
It LV RXU FRQWHQWLRQ WKDW 3HWHU $UQROG¶V WKUHH FDWHJRULHV RI PRYHPHQW PHDQLQJ  ± 
primordial, contextual and existential ± can provide an appropriate interpretive lens, and 
provide a concrete and lucid focus for a future existential-phenomenological research agenda 
into GCAs.  However, before describing these categories in more detail, an explanation of 
why existential-phenomenology, and naturally existential-phenomenological research, can 
take account of the centrality of the learner within the GCA is provided by exploring selected 
DVSHFWVRI0DUWLQ+HLGHJJHU¶VVHPLQDOZRUNBeing and Time.  
 
An existential-phenomenological research agenda 
   
At this juncture we must emphasize to the reader that it is not within the scope of this article 
to provide a comprehensive discussion of phenomenology per se and contrasting 
phenomenological approaches to research.  Authors that address these issues include Standal 
and Engelsrud (2011) in this journal, in addition to Allen-Collinson (2009) and Kerry and 
Armour (2000). The focus for this current paper is on the existential phenomenology of 
Heidegger (1927/1962) which emphasizes the unity of subject and object captured by the 
SKUDVH³EHLQJ-in-the-ZRUOG´:LWKLQH[LVWHQWLDOSKHQRPHQRORJ\DSHUVRQLVDQLQGLYLGXDOEXW
also a part of the world already there, and shared with others. The individual has the freedom 
and autonomy to act upon the world; to define and choose their future, subject to the 
FRQVWUDLQWV LQ ZKLFK WKH\ ZHUH ³WKURZQ´ geworfen) into the world with.  Heidegger 
(1953/1996) describes these constraints as fore-structures: language, culture, values, 
expectations, imagination and prior knowledge. Existential thinkers commonly describe this 
as a state of situated freedom (Fahlberg et al. , 1992; Nesti, 2006; Sartre, 1943/1956; Spinelli, 
2005).   
 
Individuals who accept their responsibility as existent beings to make choices in their lives 
are said to be living authentic lives, and experience the accompanying emotions of 
exhilaration, joy and camaraderie not forgetting anxiety, loneliness and alienation.  To resist 
WKH KDUG DQG GLIILFXOW GHFLVLRQV ³«GHQLHV WUXH H[LVWHQFH LQ WKDW LW WDNHV DZD\ FKRLFH Dnd 
GLVEXUGHQV WKH LQGLYLGXDO RI UHVSRQVLELOLW\´ $UQROG  S  Within a games context 
authenticity could be interpreted as a teacher giving students greater choice and responsibility 
with respect to solving problems, it might also manifest itself as a lone student disagreeing 
with a team strategy and illustrating the courage and conviction to articulate the reasons, or, 
indeed, a student questioning the purpose or necessity of particular constraints or conditions 
within a game-form. Yet, to experience this broad range of emotions, representative of an 
authentic existent being, the individual has to care about their situation.  In the context of the 
GCA, the learner has to be a genuine stakeholder.  The game-form must appear real, the 
decision-making possibilities latent with the potential for joy and jeopardy alike. 
 
If it is our purpose is to explore a future research agenda within the GCA from an existential-
SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO SHUVSHFWLYH WKDW IRFXVHV RQ %HLQJ ZH QHHG WR GHFRQVWUXFW +HLGHJJHU¶V
D¶SULRUL FKDUDFWHULVWLFRI H[LVWHQFH ³EHLQJ-in-the-ZRUOG´:KLOH+HLGHJJHU H[SODLQV ³WKDW LW
stands for a unified >DXWKRU¶V LWDOLFV@ SKHQRPHQRQ«WKDW FDQQRW EH EURNHQ XS LQWR LWV
FRPSRQHQWV´SKHDGGVWKDW³«WKLVGRHVQRWSUHYHQWLWIURPKDYLQJ several 
FRQVWLWXHQWVWUXFWXUHV´LELG 
)LUVWO\ LW KDV D VSDWLDO FKDUDFWHULVWLF ³,Q-the-ZRUOG´  7KLV ORFDWHV %HLQJ LQ D SDUWLFXODU
setting or context. Therefore human experience must be explored within the context of the 
world and not in isolation from it; furthermore an account of experience must be provided 
within the socio-cultural and historical milieu (Fahlberg et al., 1992). The second 
FKDUDFWHULVWLF³%HLQJ´LPSOLHVDWHPSRUDOTXDOLW\EXWDOVRDV+HLGHJJHUVWDWHV
a mode of being, for example, teacher, student, official, game-player, spectator, etc.  The 
WKLUG FKDUDFWHULVWLF ³%HLQJ LQ´ FDQ EH WKRXJKW RI DV RXU %HLQJ LQ UHODWLRQ WR DQRWKHU
+HLGHJJHU UHIHUV WR WKLV DV ³%HLQJ ZLWK´ PLWVHLQ  7KXV ZH DUULYH DW DQ LQWHU-subjective 
quality; the lived inter-personal space that we share with others (van Manen, 1997). This 
makes sense when we consider the nature of the GCA when viewed within a situated learning 
frame (Kirk and MacPhail, 2002). 
 
Thus far we have established why an existential-phenomenological lens can be considered as 
providing an appropriate and insightful interpretation of GCA practice because it allows us to 
H[SORUH OLYHG PHDQLQJ RI SDUWLFLSDQWV
 ³EHLQJ-in-the-ZRUOG´  ,QGHHG WKLV IRUP RI VRFLDO
practice can be seen as a microcosm of human existence (Arnold, 1979). Moreover the 
EUHDNGRZQ RI ³EHLQJ-in-the-ZRUOG´ LQWR ³IXQGDPHQWDO OLIHZRUOG H[LVWHQWLDOV´ FDQ SURYH
especially constructive when reflecting upon a future research agenda (van Manen, 1997).  
What does it mean, therefore, to become an authentic existential being within this situation 
that the learner finds him or herself? 
 
We consider that Peter Arnold's (1979) three categories of movement meaning provide a lens 
that is useful in furthering our discussion. This lenVEULQJVWKHQRWLRQRI³EHLQJ-in-the-ZRUOG´
into a sharper, narrower and more lucid focus because of his emphasis upon the movement 
disciplines of sport and PE (see Table 1). Crucially, Arnold's philosophical sympathies lie 
closely to our own; indeed the influence of existential-phenomenological philosophy in his 
account is very clear. 
 
An Arnoldian existential-phenomenological lens 
$UQROG¶V  FRPSUHKHQVLYH SKLORVRSKLFDO DUWLFXODWLRQ RI PRYHPHQW PHDQLQJ KROGV
particular relevance to this discussion because of the existential and phenomenological 
framing of his account. Arnold influenced by Heidegger, amongst others, defines three 
categories of meaningful movement forms (primordial, contextual and existential) that come 
DERXWEHFDXVHRIRQH¶VH[SHULHQFHof the world through the lived body. Indeed, we are not the 
first authors to consider the value of this specific Arnoldian frame of reference.  Wessinger 
(1994) used the three movement categories to further her analysis of the lived meaning of 
scoring in the games world of fourth grade -children.   
 
Primordial movement meaning ³LQ-the-ZRUOG´ 
These forms of movement have the potential to provide meaning because they are good in 
and of them-self. Although it may have started out as having some instrumental purpose it is 
now deeply engrained and a part of ones being. Primordial movements are spontaneous, 
FUHDWLYHRUVNLOOHGPRYHPHQWVDVVLPLODWHGLQWRWKHFRQFUHWHQHVVRIRQH¶VRZQH[LVWHQFHDQG
EHFRPH³PLQH´S+HH[SODLQVWKHVHIRUPVRIPRYHPHQWPHDQLQJV DUHµEDQNHG¶DQGFDQ
EH GUDZQ XSRQ ZKHQHYHU WKH VXEMHFW LV LQ QHHG RI ³NLQDHVWKHWLF SOHDVXUH´ S +H DGGV
WKDW³$VNLOOLVDSDUWRIDSHUVRQ¶VDXWRELRJUDSK\RIFRQVFLRXVQHVVDQGWKHUHIRUHDIIHFWVWKH
way he [sic@YLHZVWKHZRUOG«´S3ULPRUGLDO movements are, hence, borne of the world 
DQGFDQSOD\DSDUWZKHQDSHUVRQLV³WKURZQ´LQWRWKHZRUOGLQWKHSURMHFWRIEHFRPLQJDQ
authentic sportsperson or games-player. An example within a games context might be 
SHUIRUPLQJµ.HHSLH8SSLH¶ on the beach or in a park; once it might have been practiced as a 
part of intricate ball control, a means of outwitting an opponent, or even fundamental, in a 
modified and aesthetic sense, to a games very essence. Yet now it is performed for pleasure 
and the way it feels ± it defines you, embodies who you are and what you are about.   
 
Contextual PRYHPHQWPHDQLQJV³EHLQJ-LQ´³LQ-the-world) 
These are tied to particular movement frameworks, and have no meaning divorced of the 
specific situation itself (e.g. the rugby drop goal, the cricketing leg glance, the volleyball 
spike).  Arnold insists in the case of soccer, for example, that one must first appreciate the 
UXOHERXQGVRFLDOUHDOLWLHVRIWKHJDPH5XOHVDUHQHFHVVDU\IRUWKHJDPHWRH[LVWDWDOO³,DV
a soccer player have to find my actions contextually meaningful within the rule structure of 
this >DXWKRU¶V LWDOLFV@ JDPH $UQROG  S.36).  This also applies to the tactics and 
VWUDWHJLHV0HDQLQJFRPHVIURPWKHHIILFDF\RIRQH¶VRZQVXE-projects (strategic and tactical 
propositions) and how these are accepted by the community and become fulfilled by being 
part of larger collaborative projects. As Wessinger (1994) observes: 
3HUKDSV LW LV WKLV DVSHFW«WKDW LV SDUWLFXODUO\ LPSRUWDQW ,Q WKH JDPH RI NLFNEDOO ,
know (authors italics) that all eyes are on me as I make it to first base, as I catch the 
ball for the out, as I successfully outrun the baseman, as I score a run for my team. 
Everyone knows that I have been successful in my individual project and in so doing I 
have also contributed to the actualization of my team's project. The worth of my 
existence is affirmed by my teammates. And I feel especially good if my 
achievement, my value, is noted by the teacher or someone I like a lot (pp. 435-436). 
 
1DWXUDOO\FRQWH[WXDOPRYHPHQWPHDQLQJKDVEHDXWLIXOV\PPHWU\ZLWK.LUNDQG0DF3KDLO¶V
(2002) theory of the GCA as a social and situated construction. A learner-as-novice on the 
periphery of the community of practice may make a genuine and meaningful contribution in 
actualizing a solution to a tactical or strategic problem, and by his or her actions become an 
autonomously functioning agent.  
 
Existential movement meaning ³%HLQJ´ 
This refers to the lived, existent decisions that have to be made in sport and other movement 
contexts in the moment. Such existential dimensions include: freedom; responsibility; 
courage; isolation and anxiety (Yalom, 1980). Arnold (1979) contends that these dimensions 
are as much a part of movement contexts and practices since sport, as an example, is a 
microcosm of our existence.  If one plays games one will, at some point, have to make that 
difficult decision, and make it alone ± possibly alienating oneself to societal norms and 
expectations in the process.  There is always a choice, that cannot be denied or ignored, but 
the individual must always choose in anguish and suffer the consequences. These instances 
are many and varied, and evident in all games.   For example: making the last ditch rugby 
tackle or pulling out avoiding it; to volunteer to take a sudden death penalty in a football 
match or sink into the background; stealing a base to get home or risk being run out; to throw 
the Hail Mary when the clock is up and stake everything on that one final pass or be 
intercepteG<RXGRQ¶WJHWWKH³DUPFKDLUULGH´\RXDUHWKHUHLQWKHPRPHQWXQDEOHWRSXWLW
off, and must take the responsibility of your actions (Arnold, 1979). These are examples of 
the true authentic decisions of which existential philosophers (e.g. Heidegger, 1927/1962; 
Kierkegaard, 1844/1944; Sartre 1943/1956) psychologists (e.g. Nesti, 2004; Spinelli, 2005) 
and therapists (Yalom, 1980) speak, and that human beings must make.  
 
:KDW ZH KDYH GRQH KHUH LV DWWHPSW WR WKHPDWL]H +HLGHJJHU
V ³EHLQJ-in-the-ZRUOG´ DQG 
provide a coherent sporting application for the purpose of clarity.  Nevertheless, we reiterate 
a point we made earlier, in that these should be seen as a whole ± a totality of experience 
(Heidegger, 1927/1962, van Manen, 1997) ± otherwise we merely succeed in creating another 
GXDOLVP&HUWDLQO\LWLVQRWGLIILFXOWWRVHHKRZ³EHLQJ-in-the-ZRUOG´FDQEHLQWHUSUHWHGZLWKLQ
each of Arnold's categories of movement-meaning. But in order to ensure that it is clear how 
the GCA resonates with some of our interpretations of Heideggerian existential-
phenomenological thought and Arnoldian movement-meaning, we wish to draw on examples 
of current research literature within GCAs to explicate these links in more depth. In doing so, 
we offer suggestions for both a future research agenda within GCAs and also some 
pedagogical applications of Heideggerian existential-phenomenological thought and 
Arnoldian movement-meaning within GCAa. 
 
Holding the Arnoldian lens to selected GCA research 
In this next section of the paper, we wish to draw on examples of current research literature 
within GCAs that we feel resonates with some of our interpretations of Heideggerian 
existential-phenomenological thought and Arnoldian movement-meaning (briefly 
summarized in Table 1). While none of this literature in this section has specifically drawn 
upon existential-phenomenological theory to frame the interpretive lens, we have used the 
following loose criteria to consider which GCA research sources to include in our analyses 
x Literature that views learner and environment as co-constructed; 
x Literature that explores the autonomy-supportive nature of GCAs; 
x Literature that explores the attitudes, values and beliefs of participants; 
In using these three criteria we were able to draw on a number of sources that on detailed 
examination had close ties with existential-phenomenology as we will see below. 
 
Contextual and Primordial movement-meaning in GCAs 
The Teaching Experiment 
Recent Anglophone research (Brooker, Kirk, Braiuka and Bransgrove, 2000; Kirk, Brooker 
and Braiuka, 2000; MacPhail, Kirk and Griffin, 2008; Rovegno, Nevett, Brock and Babiarz, 
2001) has comprehensively embraced the idea of situated cognition through the use of 
naturalistic investigations that seek to describe what happens when a GCA is implemented as 
part of a regular and everyday PE programme.  As Greeno (1998) has observed, the focus of 
analysis shifts from individual behaviour and thought to active thinking agents as they 
interact with others and environmental subsystems. For example, other learners, the rules of 
the game, equipment available and playing area.  All of these subsystems act as constraints 
WKDW ZLOO FRQVHTXHQWO\ VKDSH WKH OHDUQHUV¶ SHUFHSWLRQV RI D FRXUVH RI DFWLRQ VHH 5RYHJQR
Nevett and Babiarz, 2001 for a comprehensive discussion).  These actions come to define 
who the learner is within a particular setting 
 
It is important to note, that these Anglophone programmes of research have no pretensions to 
be existential-phenomenological from an epistemological or methodological perspective; 
however they do share, what we contend are,similar ontological characteristics, notably, co-
construction with respect to situated cognition or being-in-the world within an existential-
phenomenological frame of reference. 
 
Kirk et al. (2000), using a social constructionist theoretical perspective, took advantage of an 
array of methods, to take account of the learner in the world. These included observations, 
interviews and diary entries in their study within an Australian junior high school.  They 
proposed that three situated dimensions impacted upon learning and illustrated these through 
a series of vignettes.  It is particularly the social-interactive and institutional-cultural 
dimensions that we consider worthy of discussion. The social-interactive dimension referred 
to the relational aspects of game-play insofar as the performance of learners is 
interdependent. From an existential-phenomenological perspective we can ask the question: 
What is the lived meaning of this relational act for the sender and receiver?  For example, 
reception of the ball in basketball is dependent on an initial accurate pass; The pass, however, 
might be provisional upon effective perception of distance.  This dimension is also reliant 
upon the social dynamic of learners and the group as a whole; this includes an affective or 
emotional component conjured by the sensitivity of the needs or competences of the sender 
and receiver as part of this elementary relational venture.   
 
The other dimension of interest, institutional-cultural, signified the popular cultural 
perceptions of games that learners bring to school PE, and the effect that such acculturated 
views have on their expectations of the learning experience within formal games lessons as a 
result. To illustrate this point an earlier study, also conducted in an Australian high school 
(Brooker et al., 2000), reported that eighth grade students were often resistant to small-sided 
basketball games and clamoured for the real thing ± the game as opposed to a game. They 
concluded that student perceptions of such games are coloured by their mediated experiences 
of such phenomenon: the glitz, fun and entertainment of the elite game; moreover, the 
DXWKRUV¶TXHVWLRQZKHWKHUJDPH-centered approaches really have the influence to counter this 
pervasive, all-encompassing cultural dimension. Kirk et al (2000), while accepting that the 
adult/mediated version of the game may not be the best point of reference for playing games 
LQVFKRRODFFHSWQHYHUWKHOHVVWKDWWKH³«FXOWXral resources young people bring with them 
to classrooms may warrant serious consideration by researchers and teachers in terms of how 
OHDUQHUVFRPSUHKHQGWKHWDVNVVHWIRUWKHPE\WHDFKHUV´S2WKHUVWXGLHV0DF3KDLOet al., 
2008; Rovegno et al., 2001) have endorsed the relational and social aspects of game play 
(weight of pass, positioning and ability of the catcher), summarised by Rovegno and 
FROOHDJXHV¶D[LRPWR³VHQGDFDWFKDEOHSDVV´S0DF3KDLOet al. (2008) concluded that 
the three dimensions of situativity provide an appropriate framework to explore situated 
learning within GCAs in future studies.  
 
To explore these experiences fully and the meaning they hold, therefore, one must get to the 
heart of the phenomena as experienced by the subMHFW LQ DQ DWWHPSW WR µVHH¶ DV WKH VXEMHFW
GRHVWKH³LQWHUVXEMHFWLYH´'HQ]LQ 
An intersubjective process requiring that one person enter into the field of experience 
of another, and experience for herself the same or similar experiences experienced by 
DQRWKHU 7KHVXEMHFWLYH LQWHUSUHWDWLRQRIDQRWKHU¶VHPRWLRQDOH[SHULHQFHIURPRQH¶V
own standpoint is central to emotional understanding.  Shared and shareable 
emotionality lie at the core of what it means to understand and meaningfully enter into 
the emotional experiences of others. (p.137) 
Similarly the notion of intersubjectivity, first popularised in the transcendental 
SKHQRPHQRORJ\RI(GPXQG+XVVHUO DV HVVHQWLDOO\HPSDWKLF H[SHULHQFHRU³EHLQJ-
LQ´ PD\ KDYH SURIRXQG LPSOLFDWLRQV IRU WKH way Kirk et al¶V  VRFLDO-interactive 
dimension of learning may be viewed and explored. These intersubjective acts, for example, 
sending the catchable pass (Rovegno et al., 2001b), and our understanding of them can be 
enriched under the scrutiny of the existential-phenomenological oriented lens: the way in 
which the broad sweeps of culture across the learning tapestry colours the lived experience. 
Inquiry such as this may provide valuable insight into the meaning of catching the pass that is 
thrown with the needs of the receiver in mind for example. 
 
Ultimately, if we do not seriously consider the totality of experience that learners hold in 
relation to games, then academics, practitioners and policy-makers, are doomed to continue 
HVSRXVLQJ µJRRGSUDFWLFH¶DQGSROLF\ WKDW± while containing the right sentiment ± may be 
seen as alien to many young people. Kirk and MacPhail (2002) bear testament to this:  
Young people come to PE lessons armed with valid beliefs, expectations and 
aspirations as a result of their prior experiences.  If we fail to take account of these 
H[SHULHQFHV³ZHPD\EHOLPLWLQJRXUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHOHDUQHU¶VSHUVSHFWLYH´S
189).  
In essence Kirk and MacPhail (2002) are urging the PE community to take heed of the 
OHDUQHUV¶ IRUH-structures that help shape their experiences of games, and PE more broadly. 
The proceeding sub-section explores, briefly, a number of data gathering methods that might 
enable these fore-structures to be explored in the necessary detail. 
 
Attitudes and beliefs about Game-centered practice 
Light and colleagues in a series of studies conducted in Australia (Chen and Light, 2006; 
Georgakis and Light, 2009; Light, 2006) explored aspects of social and emotional learning 
and demonstrated a number of, often, innovative and illustrative approaches in gathering data 
on student perceptions of Games Sense, an Australian GCA.   
 
*HRUJDNLV DQG /LJKW¶V  SULPDU\ GDWD VRXUFH FRQVLVWHG RI \HDU  VWXGHQWV¶ GUDZLQJV
collected during a cricket unit taught through the medium of Games Sense. These drawings 
were subsequently used as stimuli for semi-structured interviews on the student affective 
H[SHULHQFH ,Q WKHFRQFOXGLQJSDUDJUDSKVRI WKHVWXG\ WKHDXWKRU¶VDUJXH WKDW WKHGUDZLQJV
embody to some degree, residual value, feelings and attitudes from the completed unit of 
work. Other studies (Chen and Light, 2006; Light, 2003) using a interpretative, grounded 
theoretical design, and also drawings as the primary data source, revealed an improvement in 
social relations, attitudes and other positive affective responses tied to an improvement in 
procedural knowledge;  Illustrating the close relationship between affect and cognition and 
the holistic nature of Games Sense.  
 
The findings of these studies are significant for two reasons.  Firstly they give further 
FUHGHQFH WR WKH LPSRUWDQFH RI WKH VLWXDWLRQDO ³LQ-the-ZRUOG´ DQG UHODWLRQDO ³Eeing-LQ´
aspects of game play.  Secondly, they provide a glimpse at the type of 'polyvocal' methods 
that can be employed in exploring meaning, within such settings, when young people, 
especially, find it difficult to articulate their thoughts, feelings and experiences (e.g. Enright 
and O'Sullivan, 2012). 
 
Existential movement-meaning in GCAs 
Autonomy-supportive studies 
Jones, Marshall and Peters (2010) and Mandigo, Holt, Anderson and Sheppard (2008) 
undertook ecological studies to explore the autonomy-supportive nature of Teaching Games 
for Understanding (TGfU) structured PE lessons. An autonomy-supportive environment, it is 
argued, can engender enhanced levels of intrinsic motivation and positive affective responses, 
which in turn strengthen the motive to participate (Deci and Ryan, 1985).  The results of both 
studies illustrated that autonomy in TGFU lessons was found to act as a significant mediator 
in fostering intrinsic motivation.  Yet, as Ryan and Deci explain autonomous acts are those 
that are endorsed by the self and not necessarily independent. Allied to this autonomy has 
continental philosophical underpinnings, that relate to authenticity, borrowing from the 
existential (Heidegger and Pfander) and hermeneutic traditions (Ricoeur) (Ryan, personal 
communication, 20th May 2014).  
 
If TGfU, and other GCAs, are conducive to autonomy-supportive climates as limited research 
indicates, are participants within these environments undergoing some actualizing change as 
existent beings (Arnold, 1979)? As Ryan asserts autonomy is underpinned by the existential-
phenomenological notion of authenticity. Furthermore, what is the meaning of such 
autonomous decisions at the moment of making them?  
 
Action Fantasy Games 
7KH µ$FWLRQ)DQWDV\¶ $)JDPHVRI3ODy Practice (Launder, 2001), a GCA popularized in 
Australia, are not only the culmination of this form of game-centred practice, but could also 
be interpreted as the nearest thing we have, formally, to existential movement meaning.  
Launder (2001), while not extolling the virtues of existential game-like practice, alludes to 
the benefits of being something you are not, and how fantastical situations can move young 
people in games teaching: 
In these games youngsters love to emulate their sporting idols and to take on their 
LGHQWLWLHVZKHQSOD\LQJ  ,QGHHG WKHVWUXJJOHWR³EH´DSDUWLFXODUO\IDYRXUHGKHURLV
often as hard fought as the game itself! In this way, a sport educator can combine 
action fantasy cards games with mini games to create cameo situations in which 
young people commit themselves fully as they become immersed in the fantasy 
(p.153) 
Therefore, AF structured games have at their very heart those existential moments, that like 
life, we must face and manage. Whether these are counterfactual scenarios designed by the 
student with assistance from the teacher or coach, or a moment from famous games past, such 
as a Wimbledon final, a Superbowl or an Ashes test match, lovingly rendered from 
consciousness.  What we actually find most remarkable is there is little or no research that 
has attempted to explore the value of AF games in the grander scheme of things.  If we as 
teachers and researchers actually took a little time to reflect on the actual meaning of games 
at a specific, dramatic high risk moment and how young people actually experience them ± 
not how we think they experience them ± then we have no doubt AF games would play a 
considerably larger part in programmes of GCA research.   
 
[insert Table 1 here] 
 
Conclusions: Pedagogical Implications and a future research agenda 
Phenomenological analysis may help those of us who wish to see the child as he or 
VKH UHDOO\ LV WRNQRZ WKHFKLOG¶V UHDOLW\DQG WRXVH WKLVNQRZOHGJH WR IDFLOLWDWH WKH
FKLOG¶VEHLQJLQWKHJDPHZRUOGLQSK\VLFDOHGXFDWLRQ:HVVLQJer, 1994, p.427). 
We wish to conclude this paper by considering the implications of what we have discussed in 
relation to practice and a future research agenda for GCAs. We will start by echoing the call 
for a phenomenological oriented research agenda in PE and the sport sciences in general 
terms (for example, Allen-Collinson, 2009; Bain, 1995; Brown and Payne, 2009; Kerry and 
Armour, 2000; Smith, 1992; Standal and Engelsrud, 2013; Wessinger, 1994).  We urge ± nay 
we implore ± readers to indulge these papers not in isolation but as a rich chronicle of the 
development of phenomenology and phenomenological oriented research practice. It is an 
exciting, inspirational journey, and they provide a possibility for research that has always 
been there, but for some reason has escaped the eye of social and human scientific 
researchers. It is not the purpose of this paper to ponder why we may have failed to grasp the 
opportunity. In light of what has been discussed in this paper, nevertheless, the primary 
questions that slowly emerge are: Whither the cornerstone of GCA practices? Whither the 
Game Form?  
 
Item 1: Contextual Movement. 
Games-based modification:  
We have already outlined that for some students the conditioned or modified game becomes 
too divorced from their perceptions of reality (Brooker et al., 2000; Kirk et al., 2000).  If 
WKHVHJDPHIRUPVIDLOWRPDWFKWKHVWXGHQWV¶SHUFHSWLRQVRIWKHUHDODGXOWIXOOPHGLDWHGIRUP
is the illusion of reality lost?  Do these become non-VHULRXVµPHVV-DERXWV¶LQWXUQOHDGing to 
a loss of engagement or meaning? After all Light et al. (2013) maintain that the learner 
comes with embodied socio-cultural knowledge of the game that must be explored through 
the construction of appropriate game forms. Whereas Arnold (1979) would contend that 
FRQWH[WXDO PHDQLQJ LV PLVVLQJ LQ WKLV LQVWDQW  7KDW LV WR VD\ WKDW WKH VWXGHQWV¶ UROH LQ WKH
LOOXVLRQLVRQO\JLYHQPHDQLQJE\WKHG\QDPLFVRIWKHJDPHDQGWKHµRWKHUV¶DURXQG\RX± the 
intersubjective nature of game-play: other players and how non-participants and teaching 
staff actually become spectators and officials to maintain the illusion. Additionally what does 
this process of becoming mean to the learner? From being a novice to becoming a master and 
what implications can be garnered from the lived experience in terms of structuring the GCA 
learning and motivational climate?  
 
From a pedagogical perspective it follows that facilitators of GCA practice must give as 
much thought to, what we often think of as, the peripherals of game-play as we do the nature, 
structure and function of the game form itself. For example, giving teams or individuals the 
RSSRUWXQLW\WRFKRRVHQDPHVZHDUµUHDO¶NLWDQGXVHµUHDO¶HTXLSPHQWVKRXOGWKH\SRVVHVVLW
allowing a student the opportunity to provide a live commentary during game-play.  These 
µSHULSKHUDOV¶DVZHUHIHUWRWKHPVSHFWDWRUVRIILFLDOVDQGSURSVDQGHTXLSPHQWGRDVPXFK
to provide a contextual meaningful games teaching experience.  
 
Item 2: The transformation of Primordial into Contextual Movement. 
Relational game-play dynamics as intersubjective acts 
It is also necessary to explore the same phenomenon from multiple perspectives; the 
UHODWLRQDOG\QDPLFVLQKHUHQWLQJDPHVIRUH[DPSOHµWKURZLQJWKHFDWFKLQJSDVV¶5RYHJQRet 
al., 2001).  How the receiver intends the pass might be very different from how the sender 
intends it. If an intersubjective act is an act of empathic understanding then why might the 
sender insist on a pass that is nigh on impossible to catch? This question brings us to 
Primordial Movement Meaning (Arnold, 1979).  The student must always be allowed to 
H[SUHVVWKHPVHOYHVLQWKHPRPHQWRUµWREH¶ZKDWWKH\DUHZLWKRXWVKDWWHULQJWKLVLOOXVLRQ,Q
other words the game form should rein in these exuberant, expressive acts and not the teacher 
or coach.  The game itself, structured appropriately, must help students realize that primordial 
acts are often not the best course of action in solving problems that the game form provides. 
This way primordial movement becomes transformed into contextual movement. 
 
When structuring the game-IRUP WKLV PHDQV IRU H[DPSOH DOORZLQJ WKH VWXGHQWV¶ WKH
RSSRUWXQLW\WRWKURZWKHµJORU\SDVV¶WKDWVDLOVRYHUWKHLQWHQGHGUHFHLYHU7KHPRGLILFDWLRQ
to the game of tag football, in this respect, might allow a drop-off or lateral to the running 
back instead, a less risky, but possibly less rewarding, alternative provides the necessary 
contextual meaning to the game form. In this sense the student becomes a quarterback and not 
an individual participating in a PE and seeing how far they can throw an American football. 
 
Item 3: Existential Movement. 
A case for the Action Fantasy 
The outcome of any game must never be in sight. A visible outcome diminishes the 
unpredictability, the excitement, the to and fro.  Hence it shatters the illusion of reality or the 
existential meaning that the game holds.  There is no anxiety, no fear, no joy, and no delight 
if the result or outcome is always in plain sight.  This means that when Game Forms are 
structured there must always be blind alleys to tempt students to run down, conditions that 
PD\SURYLGHLQFUHGLEOHULVNEXWDQHTXDOO\KLJKUHZDUGWKHULVN\EXWFHOHEUDWHGµJORU\SDVV¶
or the safe and comfortable drop off to the running back, for example). The use of AF games, 
Launder (2001) contends, can provide this intoxicating, uncertain existential thrill. As a 
community it is necessary to explore their ability to provide existential movement meaning 
by exploring the autonomous nature of AF games: How are they intended (description) and 
accordingly what meaning (interpretation) do they have for learners? Might feelings of 
existential dread, anxiety, isolation or fear be present prior to such decisions being made? Is it 
so bad if they are experienced; since to experience them is to occupy an authentic mode of 
being? 
 
GCAs, can and should give learners the opportunity to make a myriad of difficult decisions if 
WKHJDPHIRUPLVVWUXFWXUHGDSSURSULDWHO\7KH³DUPFKDLUULGH´PXVWQHYHUEHDQRSWLRQ7KH
key is to explore how such decisions are experienced in the moment.  The educator, as 
interested observer, might argue quite reasonably that nothing really is at stake when playing 
conditioned or small-sided games in a PE lesson, yet the educator does not inhabit the 
lifeworld of the base runner, tackler, quarterback or penalty taker. The decisions that the 
learner-as-player has to take appear very real to them as the tackle, fake pass and penalty 
become the only things that matters in that moment. Hans-Georg Gadamer (1975) makes the 
point in his major work Truth and Method that: 
The appeal of the game, the fascination it exerts, consists in the fact that it becomes 
master of the player [emphasis provided]. Even when games are concerned in which 
one tries to fulfill tasks one has set oneself, it is the risk, the question of whether it 
³ZRUNV´³VXFFHHGV´RU³VXFFHHGVDJDLQ´WKDWH[HUFLVHVWKHJDPH¶VDWWUDFWLRQS 
Hence, the game ± or more specifically the game form (as the GCA proffers) ± must provide 
the illusion of UHDOLW\ WR WKH OHDUQHU 7KH JDPH IRUPPXVWEHFRPH³PDVWHURI WKHSOD\HU´
Fantasy and reality need to merge in an intoxicating mix of uncertainty, challenge, fear, 
anxiety and necessarily reward; We contend that this is where AF games come into their own 
allowing the fantastical and the actual to coalesce needfully.  The wonderful paradox and 
ultimate lesson of playing games will then begin to emerge.  The axiom that educators and 
academics who have an interest in GCAs must take heed of: Everything is at stake; yet 
nothing is at stake. These existential moments must never be denied the learner since human 
beings are existent beings. 
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